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Do Grandparents Matter? Intergenerational Relationships between the Closest 
Grandparents and Malaysian Adolescents 
 
A close connection with a grandparent can interact with adolescent’s experience of life 
stressors to increase or decrease their risk for negative outcomes. Traditional filial 
values may be linked to closer grandparent-grandchildren interactions in Asian cultures, 
such as Malaysia. This study examined how grandparental involvement and emotional 
closeness moderated the associations between life stressors and adjustment difficulties 
among adolescents in Malaysia (n = 643 adolescents). Hierarchical regression analysis 
showed that greater proximal and distal life stressors were associated with more 
adjustment difficulties of adolescents. Moreover, emotional closeness with the closest 
grandparents moderated the association between adolescent distal adversities and 
adjustment difficulties.  Specifically, the contribution of accumulative stress from 
adverse life events on the risk of adjustment difficulties among adolescents may be 
alleviated when adolescents perceived high levels of emotional ties with the closest 
grandparents.  These findings suggest that grandparents can directly relate to  
grandchildren’s adjustment through engaging emotional relationships.  Our study shed 
lights on the interpretation of the contribution of grandparent on adolescent outcomes 
and the development of adolescent’s resilience in the face of adversity within the 
Malaysian cultural context. 
 
Keywords: adolescent adjustment; emotional closeness; grandparental involvement; life 
adversities 
  
  
Introduction 
Past research has recognised that involvement of grandparents can be an important 
source of support for adolescents, especially during and following significant personal 
life events or family changes such as parental divorce and remarriage (e.g. Attar-
Schwartz et al, 2009; Sear & Coall, 2011).  In addition, soaring rates of female 
workforce participation and dual-earner households has increased parent’s difficulties in 
achieving work-family balance (Higgins, Duxbury & Lyons, 2010). These factors may 
lead to greater involvement from extended family members, and in particular the 
grandparents.  In recent decades a changing population structure resulting from 
increased life-expectancy and decreased birth-rate has characterised many Asian 
societies, including Malaysia (Demeny 2004). These demographic changes have 
increased the duration of grandparenthood and the probability of older generations 
being more involved in their grandchildren’s lives as compared to past generation 
(Buchanan, 2017).   
Collectivistic societies in Asia, including Malaysia, emphasise traditional family 
values that include filial piety, family interdependence, child obedience and respect for 
older people (Schwalb & Hossain, 2017). which  also reported greater cross-
generational interaction and grandparental involvement in the grandchildren’s lives 
(Chen, Liu, and Mair 2011). While the different ethnic groups in Malaysia share many 
similarities, adolescents of the Malay, Chinese and Indian ethnic backgrounds may 
experience subcultural variation in the relationship quality and extent of involvement 
from grandparents (Thambiah, 2016).  Thus the present study examined the possible 
correlates of intergenerational relationships between adolescents  and their grandparents 
in the multi-ethnic society of Malaysia. 
  
Grandparenthood in Malaysia  
Based on the 2015 Malaysia Census, the increase in life expectancy to 74.8 years (from 
68.0 in 1980) and population’s median age to 27.8 years (from 19.5 in 1980) has 
implied a growing proportion of grandparents and a shrinking proportion of younger 
children in the society (Antonucci, Jackson & Biggs, 2007). Hamid & Nurizan, (2008) 
report that 48% of people aged 60 years or over in Malaysia were currently residing 
with at least one grandchild. Thus, these demographic shifts may facilitate greater 
possibilities for meaningful and supportive relationships between grandparent and 
grandchildren (Attar-Schwartz & Buchanan, 2011).  
Grandparenthood is socially constructed and its role may change depending on 
the needs of the family and of society (Buchanan, 2017). With emerging new types of 
family arrangements (i.e., “sandwich families” and commuter families), growing 
numbers of dual-earner households and higher rates of family breakdown, grandparents 
may represent a source of kin support in time of need (e.g., Lee & Gardner, 2010; Tan 
et al., 2010).  For example, grandparents in Malaysia often reported active involvement 
in care-taking of grandchildren after parent’s divorce or separation, financial 
difficulties, or parent’s job relocation (Aziz, 2007). More importantly, the unique 
contribution of grandparents in Asian societies has been recognised, whereby elderly 
parents play an increasingly significant and integral role in downward support to their 
children and grandchildren (Butts, et al., 2012; Tsai, Motamed, Elia, & Rougemont, 
2011). Therefore, the potential importance of intergenerational relationships for the 
development of family and grandparents’ role in adolescent adjustment is becoming 
increasingly recognised within the Malaysian context. 
Malaysia is a multicultural society comprising  68% Malays, 24% Chinese and 
7% Indians (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2015). The socio-contextual variance 
across the three major ethnic groups may create subcultural variation in grandparental 
  
roles and types of involvement in grandchildren’s lives (Chai & Hamid, 2015; Yusuf, 
2014; Tan & Ibrahim, 2011).  For example, the Chinese population, which has the 
longest life expectancy and is more urbanised may have a greater probability of high 
levels of grandparenthood as well as better ‘access’ to adult children compared to 
Malays and Indians. 
Within the limited research on the role of grandparents in Malaysia, 
grandparents are often described as a source of socio-cultural wisdom and family 
stability (David, 2008; Yusuf, 2014). Again, there are also differences based on 
ethnicity. For example, Malaysian Sikh grandparents have found to take several roles: 
‘teacher’ and ‘defender’ of social, cultural and religious values, ‘care-taker’ and ‘friend’ 
in adolescent lives (David, 2008). Moreover, Chinese grandparents have been found to 
be more involved in grandchildren’s education as compared to Malay and Indian 
grandparents (Yusuf, 2014). These findings are in agreement with Tan and Ibrahim’s 
study (2011) that showed Chinese grandparents were more concerned about 
grandchildren’s education and Malay grandparents were more involved in social 
activities with grandchildren. Non-Muslim grandparents also put more emphasis on 
grandchildren’s education as compared to Muslim grandparents (Yusuf, 2014).  
Although grandmothers are often actively involved in caregiving across cultures, there 
are some specific gender differences to consider. For example, grandfathers were more 
likely than grandmothers to engage in cultural and religious aspects of ‘educating’ 
grandchildren that include passing down cultural values, language and, religious 
practices (Yusuf, 2014).  
Grandparents and adolescent adjustment difficulties  
Adolescence is a developmental period often characterized by major transitions in social 
roles and high levels of stress (Wigfield, Byrnes, & Eccles, 2006), which may lead to 
  
social and emotional challenges among adolescents. Many risk factors (e.g. poverty, 
parental divorce/separation, death) have been identified as having a negative impact on 
adolescents, linking to mental health problems (Copeland et al. 2009), behavioural 
difficulties (Van der Laan et al. 2010), and poor academic outcomes (Sameroff et 
al.1998).  Cumulative effects of multiple risks have the most negative effects on 
adjustment of adolescents (Sameroff et al., 1993; Fergusson & Horwood, 2003). For 
example, studies show that experiencing an accumulation of adverse life events (e.g., 
negative change in parents’ financial situation or someone in the family dying) has been 
associated with increased emotional distress and conduct problems for adolescents 
(Flouri & Kallis 2007).  Further, the impact of cumulative family risk factors on 
adolescents’ adjustment was found to be as great in two-parent families as it was in 
single-parent families (Sameroff et al. 1998). 
However, from the family perspective, a close relationship with a significant 
non-parental family member (i.e. grandparent) is perceived to have potential benefits in 
promoting resilience and better adjustment among adolescents, especially in adverse 
situations (Beam, Chen & Greenberger, 2002). For example, Flouri and colleagues 
(2010) found that adolescents’ reports of greater emotional connectedness with 
grandparents were associated with reduced accumulative life stress and, lower 
psychological difficulties among adolescents.  Thus, the potential advantage of the 
grandparent-grandchild relationship on adolescent development during times of 
adversities warrants further exploration, especially within non-western cultural context 
(Attar-Schwartz & Buchanan, 2011).  
The body of literature has highlighted the unique contribution of grandparents-
grandchildren relationships on adolescent’s well-being, although the very recent 
evidence indicates that the “grandparental effect” may not be causal (Tanskanen & 
  
Danielsbacka, 2017).  In addition, the prior studies are based predominantly on White, 
Western, ethnically and racially homogenous samples in the U.S. and the U.K (e.g. 
Attar-Schwarts et al, 2009; Ruis & Silversterin, 2007).  Whereas prior cross-cultural 
research focuses on narrative and qualitative approach, there is limited empirical 
evidence from quantitative cross-cultural studies.  For example, a study in South Africa 
found that more involvement from grandparents in the adolescents’ lives was linked 
with positive prosocial behaviour among adolescents (Profe & Wild, 2015). A study of 
Israeli adolescents showed that when there is an emotionally closer relationship between 
parents and adolescents, an emotionally closer relationships with grandparents was 
associated with better psychological well-being in children (Attar-Schwartz, 2015).  
However, there is still very little attention given to the cultural context of grandparent-
grandchildren relationships (with the exception of Attar-Schwartz & Khoury-Kassabri, 
2016; Wild & Gaibie, 2014). Thus, this study aims to fill this gap by presenting data on 
intergenerational ties and their effect on adolescent’s lives within an Asian cultural 
context. 
The present study is guided by Bengston and Robert’s (1991) intergenerational 
solidarity framework, which postulated that positive interactions between family 
members may facilitate more conducive familial relationships. The affectual solidarity, 
which refers to the positive feelings between family members, can serve as a 
mechanism that promotes positive grandparent-grandchild relationships and contributes 
to the development of psychological well-being (Yorgason et al, 2011).  In addition, 
from the family system perspective (Lussier et al, 2002), relationships with multiple 
family members is strongly emphasised as being important for facilitating a further 
understanding of child development. Therefore, to understand the relationships with 
other family members, which extend beyond the exclusive parent-child relationship, 
  
grandparents should be taken into account as critically important members of these 
family systems (Lussier et al, 2002; Minuchin, 2002).  Thus, the present study utilises 
these perspectives by examining grandparent-grandchild, emotional closeness and 
grandparent’s involvement in the lives of the adolescents and their contribution to 
adolescent adjustment. 
The main purpose of the present study is to examine how grandparent-
grandchild relationships are associated with adolescent experience of life stressors and 
adjustment difficulties.  In specific, it investigates (1) how life stressors (as assessed by 
the number of proximal and distal adverse life events experienced) relate to adolescent’s 
adjustment difficulties; (2) whether the level of involvement of and emotional closeness 
with the closest grandparent are associated with life stressors and adjustment difficulties 
among adolescents; (3) whether grandparent-grandchild relationships moderate the 
associations between life stressors and adjustment difficulties of adolescents of multi-
cultural background in Malaysia.   
 
Methods 
Participants and procedure 
Secondary school adolescents aged 13 to 17 years old, from Malay, Chinese and Indian 
ethnic backgrounds, were recruited to the study. Based on a quantitative survey approach,  
adolescents were selected using Probability Proportional to Size (PPS) cluster sampling 
technique using a boost for Chinese and Indian adolescents to ensure that adolescents 
from these groups had a greater chance of being selected.  The study sample comprised 
643 adolescents, drawn from 15 schools in the central zone of Peninsular Malaysia. 
Information was collected anonymously, using structured questionnaires which were 
administered in a classroom setting. Confidentiality was assured to the adolescents who 
  
provided informed consent to take part. The study obtained ethical approval from the 
researcher’s University Ethical Committee Board.  
Instruments 
This study focuses on the adolescents’ relationship with grandparents that they felt closest 
to (refer as the closest grandparents) and the correlates of that relationship. Therefore, the 
analyses of the adolescent-grandparent relationship below refer to the closest 
grandparents. 
Life stress 
Life stress was assessed with Tiet and colleagues’ (1998) adverse life events scale, 
which measures both proximal life stress (number of adverse life events experienced in 
the last year, α = 0.72) and distal life stress (number of adverse life events experienced 
before the last year, α = 0.74). This 25-item scale is a modification of the life events 
checklist (LEC; Coddington 1972a, 1972b), which is composed of 25 possible events 
over which adolescents have little or no control. Higher scores reflect higher levels of 
life stress experienced by adolescents. 
Adjustment difficulties 
Adolescents’ adjustment difficulties were assessed by the difficulties domains in the 
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ), a 20-item 3-point Likert-type scale, 
measuring four difficulties (hyperactivity, emotional symptoms, conduct problems, and 
peer problems) (Goodman, 1994; 1997). A total adjustment difficulties score is 
calculated by summing the scores for externalizing (i.e. hyperactivity and conduct 
problems) and internalizing (i.e. emotional symptoms, and peer problems) difficulties (α 
= 0.69). 
  
Emotional closeness with the closest grandparent 
The emotional closeness between adolescents and all their living grandparents was 
assessed with the Elder and Conger’s (2000) Grandparent-Grandchild Relationship 
scale. Adolescents reported on the quality of this relationship(s) withal living 
grandparents on a 4-point Likert scale by indicating the extent to which: they could 
depend on their grandparents;, they felt appreciated, loved or cared for by them; they 
were happy with their relationship; the grandparent helped them in significant ways; 
they were close compared to other grandchildren to grandparents. Scores ranged from 
1= not at all to 4= a lot. The total score for each living grandparent were averaged with 
higher mean scores indicating a closer grandchild-grandparent relationship.  
The grandparents who received the highest averaged score were referred to as 
the ‘closest grandparent’ for the adolescents. In 240 cases (37% of the sample) two or 
more grandparents shared the highest scores. Following Elder and King’s example 
(2000), in these cases one grandparent was selected as the closest based on either : 
frequency of contact (i.e., the grandparent that they saw or talked to most as the closest) 
and/or grandparent’s gender (i.e., the same-sex grandparent as the closest).  Cronbach’s 
alpha of the scale for the closest grandparent was 0.74. 
Grandparental involvement 
Adolescent reported on the extent to which their grandparents had looked after them, 
participated in their social interests and school-related activities, had been 
mentor/advisor for future plans and problems, provided financial assistance and 
respected by indicating on a 3-point Likert-type scale (ranging from 1 = never to 3 = 
usually; Elder & Conger, 2000; King & Elder, 1997). A total score is calculated by 
summing the scores for these items, with higher scores indicating higher levels of 
grandparent involvement (α = 0.69). 
  
Control variables 
Demographic information for the adolescents included: age, gender, School Assistance 
Scheme (SAS) eligibility (in Malaysia, SASs are given to low income families and a 
proxy for family SES status), ethnicity, and whether they had ever been subject to 
disciplinary action at school (i.e. disciplined, suspended or expelled). Characteristics of 
the closest grandparent was reported by the adolescents: age (1 = younger than 50 to 4 = 
over 70), sex, lineage (1 = maternal, 0 = paternal), health (1 = very poor to 4 = very 
good), and frequency of contact (1= never to 4 = daily). The distribution on control 
variables is presented in the Table 1. 
 
Data analysis 
Pearson correlational analysis and Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was computed 
to examine relations and ethnicity differences in the intergenerational relationships and 
adjustment difficulties.   
Next hierarchical regression analysis was used to examine whether life stress and, 
outcome measures for intergenerational relationships were associated with adolescent's’ 
adjustment difficulties. In the first step, the selected socio-demographics characteristics 
of the adolescents were entered as control variables. The second step included the 
adolescent’s proximal and distal adversities. This was followed by intergenerational 
relationships variables, including emotional closeness and involvement of the closest 
grandparent. Finally, interaction terms of life stress (i.e. proximal and distal adversities) 
and intergenerational relationships (emotional closeness and involvement of the closest 
grandparents) were added. 
  
Results 
Descriptive statistics  
As can be seen in table 1, the majority of the closest grandparents were 
grandmothers: 45% were maternal and 31% were paternal grandmothers and, the rest 
were grandfathers (16% maternal and 9% paternal). Just over half of the closest 
grandparents were in their 70s (56%) and two thirds were reported to be in good health. 
The score for frequency of contact between adolescent and the closest grandparents 
averaged at 2.67 on a scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (daily) (SD=0.81).  The average 
score for grandparental involvement was 13.25 (SD = 2.68) on a scale ranging from 7 to 
21 and the score for emotional closeness to the closest grandparent averaged at 2.84 on 
a scale ranging from 1 to 4 (SD = 0.66).  
Ethnic comparison  
As shown in Table 2, no significant difference was found in the levels of adolescents’ 
adjustment difficulties according to ethnic group.  However, the mean scores for 
adolescents’ proximal and distal adversities were significantly different between 
adolescents from different ethnic backgrounds, as were the quality of intergenerational 
relationships. Specifically, Chinese adolescents reported lower levels of emotional 
closeness to, and involvement of, their closest grandparent; they also reported higher 
levels of proximal adversities compared to those of Malay and Indian ethnic 
backgrounds.  
Bivariate analysis 
Table 3 shows that higher levels of adjustment difficulties were reported by older 
adolescents, those with greater life stress from both proximal and distal life adversities 
  
and those with lower levels of emotional closeness to and involvement from their 
closest grandparent..  Emotional closeness to the closest grandparent was higher among 
boys and among those who reported a greater extent of grandparental involvement.  
Adolescents who reported higher levels of proximal and distal adversities also reported 
a less emotionally close relationship with their grandparent.  Malay adolescents were 
more likely to report greater proximal and distal life adversities than those in the other 
ethnic group. 
Hierarchical Regression: the moderating role of intergenerational relationships 
in the link between life stress and adjustment difficulties  
As presented in Table 4, after controlling for adolescent’s gender, ethnicity, family type 
and SES status (with eligibility for SAS as proxy), greater stress experienced from both 
proximal and distal life adversities was related to increased psychological difficulties 
among adolescents (Model 1).  However, after controlling for adolescent’s life stress in 
Model 2, grandparental involvement and intergenerational emotional closeness were no 
longer significantly associated with adjustment difficulties as showed in the results from 
correlational analysis in Table 2. 
In the next step, hierarchical regression analysis was used to test the moderating 
effect of emotional closeness and involvement of the closest grandparent in the relations 
between life stress and adjustment difficulties.  It was shown that only the interaction 
term that was statistically significant in predicting adolescent adjustment was the 
interaction between distal life adversities and emotional closeness to the grandparent.  
As illustrated in Figure 1, the results from the probing analysis revealed that the 
positive association between adolescent’s distal life adversities and adjustment 
difficulties was significant only at mean and high levels of emotional closeness with the 
closest grandparents (βmean = 0.26, p < .001, and βhigh = 0.27,  p <.001, 
  
respectively).  When the adolescents reported low levels of perceived emotional 
closeness to the closest grandparents, the association between adolescent’s experience 
of distal life adversities and adjustments was not statistically significant.  These results 
indicate that the contribution of accumulative stress from multiple life events on the risk 
of adjustment difficulties may be alleviated when adolescents perceived a strong 
emotional relationship with the closest grandparents. 
The examination of whether the moderating effect of intergenerational 
relationships differed according to adolescents’ ethnic background yielded some 
consistent findings. Results showed that the contribution of ethnicity in the regression 
equation of life stress, grandparent-grandchild relationships and interaction terms of 
these variables remain insignificant in all regression models.  In other words, the role of 
emotional closeness in buffering the risk of distal life adversities on adolescents’ 
adjustment difficulties is equally important for all adolescents irrespective of ethnic 
background in the present study. 
Discussion  
The current study adds to the emerging line of research on the contribution of 
intergenerational ties on adolescent outcomes by examining the adolescents’ adjustment 
difficulties in the context of grandparent-grandchild relationships and life stress among 
a sample of adolescents in multicultural Malaysia.  Findings showed that two aspects of 
grandparent-grandchild relationship (emotional closeness and grandparental 
involvement), were related to lower levels  of psychological difficulties for adolescents. 
Thirdly, while, higher levels of emotional closeness with the closest grandparent was 
related to lower levels of life stress among adolescents, active involvement of the 
closest grandparents was not.  The main findings demonstrated that emotional closeness 
to the closest grandparents moderated the relationship between adolescents’ distal life 
  
adversities and adjustment difficulties.  Specifically, the findings showed that when 
adolescents perceived high levels of emotional closeness to their closest grandparent, 
the positive association between adolescents’ distal life adversities and adjustment 
difficulties was weakened.  Finally, within a multi-cultural context, the role of 
emotional closeness in buffering the risk of life stressors on adolescent’s psychological 
difficulties was also consistent for adolescents from different ethnic backgrounds. These 
findings stress the importance of investigating the unique contribution that grandparents 
may have on adolescents’ adjustment in the context of life adversities.   
  The positive association between life stressors from both proximal and distal 
adversities and adolescents’ adjustments difficulties was in line with prior research 
showing that greater exposure to the conditions of risk and adversities were associated 
with poorer functioning of adolescents (Day, Ji, DuBois, Silverthorn & Flay, 2017). It 
also showed that adolescents with higher levels of perceived emotional closeness to, and 
involvement from, their closest grandparent reported lower levels of adjustment 
difficulties. These findings support those studies conducted in the UK, USA, South 
Africa and Israel in which better grandparent-grandchild relationships were linked with 
fewer adjustment difficulties and better prosocial behaviour among adolescents (Attar-
Schwartz & Fuller-Thomson, 2017; Griggs et al 2011; Levetan & Wild, 2015; Yorgason 
et al., 2011).  Finally, while stronger emotional closeness with the closest grandparent 
was related to lower levels of life stress among adolescents, active grandparental 
involvement was not significantly related to adolescents life stress experience. This may 
imply that the diverse aspects of intergenerational ties relate differently to the 
experience of life stressors in so far as emotional ties and affectual feelings appear to be 
more relevant for better adolescent adjustment than instrumental or action-oriented 
support.(Demaray, 2003; Griffiths, Crisp, Barney & Reid, 2011). This may warrant 
  
further investigation on the contribution of different aspects of grandparent-grandchild 
relationships on  adolescent well-being within the context of accumulative risk and life 
stressors.   
Emotional closeness to the closest grandparents moderates the relationship 
between adolescent’s distal life adversities and adjustment difficulties. The findings 
showed that the positive link between adolescent’s distal life adversities and adjustment 
difficulties was weaker when there is a close grandparent-grandchild emotional tie. This 
is consistent with previous research, which showed that closeness to the most significant 
grandparent moderated the effect of life stress on broad and specific psychopathology 
among adolescents (Flouri et al., 2010). These findings indicate that one should view 
the child within the context of his or her larger family system, rather than focusing 
exclusively on the child-parent bond (Lussier et al. 2002). 
While there were cultural variations in the extent of intergenerational 
relationship, the role of emotional closeness in decreasing the risk of life stressors on 
adolescent’s adjustment difficulties was found to be consistent across ethnic groups in 
Malaysia. This finding is in contrast with some others (e.g., Attar-Schwartz, 2017), who 
have documented cultural variations in the adolescent-grandparent relationships and the 
extent that adolescents may benefit from them. A plausible explanation may be the 
emphasis of the present study on the association between adverse life experience and 
adolescent functioning. Prior research has documented the greater significance for 
grandparent’s role among individual or families during time of transition (Ruiz & 
Silverstein, 2007) and among adolescents from step- and blended- families as compared 
to those in two-biological families (see Attar-Schwartz et al, 2009). 
The current findings should be interpreted cautiously given the study’s 
limitations.  First, the study was based on a cross-sectional research design and 
  
therefore, we were not able to infer any causal relationship between intergenerational 
relationships, life stress and adjustment difficulties among adolescents. Longitudinal 
data would provide possibilities to further examine the dynamics of these variables and 
understand how the grandparent-grandchild relationships develop over time and how 
that contribute to adolescents’ well-being.  Second, adolescents were the sole informant 
for the present study, which increases the possibility of same-reporter bias. Future 
studies would benefit from a multi-informant assessment approach. For example, the 
teacher’s report on psychological adjustments of adolescents may reduce the probability 
of self-report bias by alleviating under- or over-reporting. Responses from grandparents 
may also capture their distinctive perspective on intergenerational ties. Future research 
should replicate this study among representative sample from each of the major ethnic 
groups like Malay, Chinese and Indians and, covering a larger geographical area to 
enhance the generalisability of the study’s findings.  Future study should focused on the 
adolescents’ emotionally closest grandparents rather than all living grandparents when 
gathering information on the unique contribution of the ‘closest’ grandparent on 
adolescent adjustment.  Finally, future studies should consider the examination of the 
two aspects of intergenerational ties, namely the emotional closeness (affective feelings) 
and grandparent involvement (behaviour/action) separately to get a sense of how the 
different aspects of grandparent-grandchild relationships are related to adolescents’ 
well-being at the time of adversities.        
 Despite the limitations, the present study adds to current knowledge regarding 
intergenerational relationships between grandparents and grandchildren and adolescent 
psychological adjustment.  Findings from this study emphasise the need to take into 
consideration the role of grandparents in the association between emotional closeness 
and adolescent adjustment.  Although the current study cannot determine causal 
  
implications, these findings may indicate that Malaysian grandchildren, irrespective of 
ethnic background, could be the beneficiaries of a close relationship with grandparents. 
This study highlighted a close emotional relationship with grandparents as a potential 
resource for support among all adolescents in general (Attar-Shalhavet et al 2009) and, 
in particular, for buffering the potential impact from accumulative risk factors on the 
psychological functioning of adolescents. Such findings call for policy makers, public 
institutions and practitioners to adopt an ecological approach towards policies and 
interventions with adolescents, rather than exclusively focusing on the parents or 
nuclear families in relation to adolescent well-being, development and family 
functioning.   
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of adolescents’ background characteristics (N=643) 
 
Variables Categories Frequency, 
n 
Percentage, 
% 
Mean (SD) 
 
1. Adolescent’s 
Age 
12-13 
14-15 
16-17 
145 
277 
221 
22.5 
43.2 
34.3 
14.5 (1.25) 
2. Adolescent’s 
Ethnicity 
Malay 
Chinese 
Indian 
336 
154 
153 
52.3 
23.9 
23.8 
- 
3. Adolescent’s 
Gender 
Male 
Female 
343 
300 
53.4 
46.6 
- 
4. Family 
structure  
Two-biological-parent 
Single-parent 
Step-parents 
Others 
541 
69 
5 
28 
84.2 
10.7 
0.8 
4.3 
- 
5. Eligible for 
School 
Assistance 
Scheme (SAS) 
Yes 
No 
181 
462 
28.2 
71.8 
- 
6. Reported 
disciplinary 
record school  
Yes 
No 
78 
565 
12.1 
87.9 
- 
7. Life stress Proximal Adversities 
Distal Adversities 
- - 2.95 (2.77) 
4.41 (3.27) 
8. Adjustment 
difficulties 
Total difficulties 
Externalising 
Internalising 
- - 12.6 (4.97) 
6.5 (2.96) 
6.2 (2.94) 
Note. ‘Others’ family structure include living with siblings, grandparent, other relatives; 
Eligibility for SAS = Proxy for Family SES. Total difficulties = Proxy for Adolescent’s 
adjustment difficulties  
 
 
  
  
Table 2. Comparative analysis of life stress, intergenerational relationships and 
adolescents’ adjustment difficulties according to ethnic background (N = 643) 
 
 
Variables 
Malay 
Mean (SD) 
 
Chinese 
Mean (SD) 
Indian 
Mean (SD) 
 
F-value 
1. Proximal 
adversities 
2.59 (3.31) 2.69 (3.24) 2.48 (2.60) 5.633** 
2. Distal 
Adversities 
4.82 (3.02) 3.83 (3.53) 4.14 (3.47) 5.75*** 
3. Grandparent 
Involvement 
13.18(2.65) 12.73(2.63) 13.92(2.69) 7.98*** 
4. Emotional 
closeness 
2.85 (0.64) 2.79 (0.63) 3.11 (0.68) 11.54*** 
5. Adjustment 
difficulties 
12.67 (4.88) 12.91 (4.81) 12.35 (5.35) 0.469 
  
Table 3. Pearson correlational analysis of life stress, intergenerational relationships and adolescent adjustment difficulties (N = 643) 
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1. Adolescent's age -         
2. Adolescent’s gender -0.082* -        
3. Adolescent’s ethnicity  -0.158*** 0.118** -       
4. Family type 0.158*** -0.035 -0.005 -      
5. Family SES -0.069 0.025 0.212*** 0.048 -     
6. Proximal  adversities 0.019 0.049 0.131*** 0.015 0.018 -    
7. Distal adversities 0.011 0.069 0.127*** 0.054 0.079* 0.664*** -   
8. Grandparental 
involvement  
-0.026 0.073 -0.024 -0.005 0.023 -0.003 -0.017 -  
9. Emotional closeness -0.096* 0.108** -0.076 -0.019 -0.053 -0.083* -0.093* 0.665*** - 
10. Adjustment difficulties 0.115** -0.033 0.003 -0.013 -0.045 0.238*** 0.264*** -0.082* -0.107** 
 Note: *p<.05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001   Controlling for Grandchildren Gender (1=Male), Family SES (1=Eligible for SAS) and Family 
Structure (1=Two-biological parents)
  
Table 3. Regression analysis predicting adolescent adjustment difficulties (N = 643) 
Variable  Standardised Co-efficient 
(β) 
   
Background Adolescent gender -0.032 
characteristics Family SES -0.051 
 Family type -0.008 
 Adolescent ethnic (Chinese) 0.012 
 Adolescent ethnic (Indian) -0.045 
 R2 change 0.006 
   
Life stress: Proximal Adversities  0.131* 
 Distal Adversities  0.186*** 
 R2 change 0.083*** 
   
Relationships with Grandparental Involvement -0.040 
closest grandparents: Emotional Closeness  -0.058 
 R2 change 0.008+ 
   
Interaction  Proximal X Grandparental Involvement 0.091 
Terms: Proximal X Emotional Closeness -0.090 
 Distal X Grandparental Involvement -0.095 
 Distal  X Emotional Closeness 0.128* 
   
 R2 change 0.007 
 Adjusted R2 0.084 
   
Note. +p<.10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
Controlling for Adolescent Gender (1=Male, 0=Female), Family SES (1=Eligible for 
SAS, 0=Not eligible for SAS) and Family Structure (1=Two-biological parents, 
0=Others) 
Ethnicity (β): Model 2: Chinese = 0.043, Indian = -0.014; Model 3: Chinese = 0.037, 
Indian = -0.001; Model 4: Chinese = 0.035, Indian = 0.002   
 
 
  
  
 
 
